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‘Today the parliament has come together to right a great wrong. We have come 
together to deal with the past so that we might fully embrace the future … For the 
nation to bring the first two centuries of our settled history to a close, we begin a new 
chapter …’ 
Prime Minister of Australia, Apology to Australia’s Indigenous Peoples, House of 
Representatives, Parliament House, Canberra. 13 February 2008. 
http://www.pm.gov.au/media/Speech/2008/speech_0073.cfm Accessed 10/03/08. 
 
‘As a nation Australia values the central role of education in building a democratic, 
equitable and just society – a society that is prosperous, cohesive and culturally 
diverse, and that values Australia’s indigenous cultures as a key part of the nation’s 
history, present and future’. 
Preamble, Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians, December 
2008. Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs. 
www.mceetya.edu.au/mceetya/melbourne_declaration,25979.html Accessed 6/12/08. 
 
‘Australia has a particular awareness of its first people and an enlarged appreciation 
of the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history [which] coincides with a commitment 
to improving educational and other outcomes for Aboriginals and Torres Strait 
Islanders.’ 
National Curriculum Board (2008) National History Curriculum: Framing paper, For 
consultation – November 2008 to 28 February 2009, p. 4. 
http://www.ncb.org.au/our_work/preparing_for_2009.html  
Accessed 20/11/08. 
 
‘Indigenous history is hard to teach well. Even beyond questions of curriculum 
planning, the massive shift to incorporate Indigenous perspectives brought with it 
new difficulties for teachers. While the previous exclusion of Indigenous voices and 
perspectives perpetuated a narrow and limited version of Australian history, its 
overturning has highlighted questions about historical voice itself – namely, who can 
tell this story, and how? Some teachers feel reluctant to touch on aspects of 
Indigenous history because they’re not comfortable speaking about someone else’s 
experience’. 
Anna Clark, 2008. History’s Children: History wars in the classroom. Sydney: University of 
New South Wales, p. 80. 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper draws upon the sentiments of hope and focus on the future encapsulated 
in the first three epigraphs. It is tempered by the fourth, namely expressions of 
concern manifest in Anna Clark’s (2008) chapter ‘1788 and all that’ in her recent 
book History’s Children.  It was also prompted in response to the discussion following 
Henry Reynold’s address to the 2008 National History Teachers’ Association of 
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Australia (HTAA) Conference in Brisbane, hosted by the Queensland History 
Teachers’ Association (QHTA). In this keynote address, Reynolds problematised, 
amongst other aspects of the role of war and conflict in Australian history, the 
absence of memorials to those Indigenous Australians who died in the frontier wars1. 
Of course, Reynolds was not the first white Australian historian to reflect on such 
phenomena. In Telling the Truth about Aboriginal History, Bain Attwood (2005:194-
195) argued that the failure to recognise the Aboriginal dead and dispossessed has 
meant that the nation has been ‘unable to grapple with the wounds of the past and 
the divided legacies it has left.’ It might be argued that the Apology of February 13 
signified a step forward in dealing with this legacy from Australia’s past. 
Concomitantly, it could be argued that much more remains to be done. For example, 
should there be a Preamble to the Constitution acknowledging Indigenous 
Australians as the first peoples?  
  
How might white2 Australian history teachers seize the momentum of the Apology, 
take up the imperatives of the Melbourne Declaration and enact the potential of a 
national history curriculum with students in the classroom? It is timely to think about 
some strategies to assist in fostering a deeper understanding and appreciation of 
Australia’s Indigenous history. It is also timely to critique its epistemological 
foundations. Of course, given the author’s own standpoint as an Anglo-Australian, 
what follows is limited and reflects some of the ‘discomfort’ expressed in the extract 
from Clark’s (2008) work above. However, as Inga Clendinnen (2008: 21) eloquently 
put it in her reworking of her 1999 Boyer Lectures for the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation  
 
 ‘(t)o Aboriginal listeners I say: you have lived your history, while I have 
only retrieved what I can from books. I must ask your tolerance for the 
liberty I am taking – a necessary liberty, because it is through reading 
that most of us come to understand our fellow human beings better.’ 
 
This paper proceeds as follows. First, it explores the epistemological and heuristic 
challenges of the discipline with reference to Indigenous history, and revisits the 
significance of the History Wars and their ramifications for Australian history and 
national building.  Second, it offers some potential strategies and approaches that 
might be used in inquiry units on aspects of Indigenous history in the classroom, with 
the proviso that many history teachers will already be engaged in much of this work. 
Third, it shares a reflection on perils of indifference towards the value and 
significance of teaching the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history in schools. 
Finally, it concludes that despite our reluctance and/or lack of experience, we must 
                                                 
1 Historians such as Chris Rowley, Henry Reynolds, Lyndall Ryan, Bob Reece and Michael 
Christie argue that what happened on the ‘frontier’ established the general pattern of 
relationships between Aboriginal people and settlers, and that this history continued to impact 
on Aborigines. The ‘frontier’ was a site where colonisation was not a process of settlement but 
one of conflict, usually over land and that this amounted to a war. It was also a site of 
Aboriginal resistance.  As Attwood (2005: 39) concludes ‘this conflict was sporadic but the 
cost was high: perhaps 20 000 Aborigines and 2000 settlers died. The Aboriginal population 
drastically declined, but this was largely the result of smallpox, measles, influenza, venereal 
diseases, respiratory diseases (such as tuberculosis), malnutrition and alcohol abuse.’ In 
contrast, Keith Windschuttle (2002) argues that such interpretations of the treatment of 
Aboriginal people on the frontier of white settlement amounts to fabrication, and contends that 
academic historians writing about the frontier are politically inspired. Windschuttle also claims 
that the work of ‘frontier’ historians is poorly researched and is not supported by evidence. 
Such claims are examined in the context of the ‘History Wars’ later in this paper. 
2 See Lauren Brisbane’s paper in this edition of QHistory for a theoretical discussion of 
‘whiteness’. 
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come to terms with this defining part of our past and explore it in the classroom so we 
can – to use the Prime Minister’s words from 13 February - ‘begin a new chapter …’. 
 
The history challenge 
 
As History teachers know, practising history involves work on phenomena such as 
events, emotions and thoughts, for example, that no longer exist. What survives from 
the past as possible sources of evidence also presents challenges, given that 
sources of evidence are often incomplete and reflect a range of interests, standpoints 
and values. Hence is it difficult to know how representative and reliable a particular 
source might be. As the historian Gottschalk observed in Understanding History, 
evidence is ‘the surviving part of the recorded part of the remembered part of the 
observed part of the whole’ (1951: 45). The heuristic techniques, or the historian’s 
‘tools of trade’, involve a mixture of inquiry, critical thinking, empathy and historical 
imagination. In epistemological terms, the knowledge that is produced from this 
process is open to reflection and revision, since it is largely interpretive and 
influenced by the viewpoints and perspectives of the person who produced it. Such 
knowledge is also tentative and debatable, given the values at play in the past and 
the present. So when we work with students it is important that they understand such 
complex processes which are germane to constructing narrative accounts or 
‘histories’. The current Queensland Senior Ancient and Senior Modern History 
Syllabuses (2004) endorse this approach to history. Similarly, the National History 
Curriculum Framing paper supports this view of history.  
 
Historical understanding3 is identified in paragraph 39 as requiring  
 
‘the mastery of the methods, procedures, tools and methods of thinking 
that constitute the discipline of history. As Sam Wineburg, a professor of 
education and history at Stanford, puts it, historical thinking is not a 
natural act. Historical understanding differs from the intuitive, memory-
based understandings of the past because it requires negotiating 
between the familiar and the unfamiliar, and involves investigation, 
debate and reasoning about the past.’ (National Curriculum Board, 2008: 
5). 
 
However, it might be argued that the National History Curriculum Framing paper’s 
claims about the role of memory in historical understanding needs to be challenged, 
for as will be seen, in recent years ways of representing and narrating the events of 
the Australian frontier, other than those adopted by the approach described above, 
have become more prevalent. For example, oral history, myth, saga, tradition and 
legend, described as ‘memorial’ rather than ‘historical’ in nature, depend on ‘traces 
whose provenance is unquestionably of that time’ (Attwood 2005: 171). And it is 
highly significant, as we embark on a national history curriculum, that we recognise 
                                                 
3 The National History Curriculum Framing paper presents a summary of eight core 
components of historical understanding based on international research. These are 1. 
Historical significance: the principles behind the selection of what should be remembered, 
investigated, taught and learned; 2. Evidence: how to find, select and interpret historical 
evidence; 3. Continuity and change: dealing with the complexity of the past; 4. Cause and 
consequence: the interplay of human agency and conditions; 5: Historical perspectives: the 
cognitive act of understanding the different social, cultural and intellectual contexts that 
shaped people’s lives and actions in the past; 6: Historical empathy and moral judgement: the 
capacity to enter into the world of the past with an informed imagination and ethical 
responsibility; 7: Contestation and contestability: dealing with alternative accounts of the past; 
8: problem solving: applying historical understanding to the investigation, analysis and 
resolution of problems.  
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that histories which draw on memorial approaches challenge the ways in which 
knowledge and understanding of Australia’s past and present can be ‘known’. Hence 
when it comes to writing narratives about our Indigenous past and the narratives of 
colonisation in Australia, the work of the historian is complicated further. As Attwood 
(2005: 157-158) put it:  
 
‘how does one relate a past in which the props of memory of one of the 
two peoples who could have registered it were mostly destroyed by the 
events of that past - either by the destruction or the dislocation of people 
and things – and when that people’s perspective was barely recorded 
contemporaneously because they had an oral culture? In other words, 
how can you provide a reliable narrative of a cataclysmic event even 
when the contemporary historical sources upon which academic history 
has conventionally relied are inadequate? Furthermore, how does one 
relate a traumatic past such as this one – traumatic for both Aboriginal 
and settler peoples? That is, how does one relate a past that was only 
partially registered at the time it occurred because of its very nature? 
Taking these questions together, we might ask: do we require new 
historical concepts, new historical methods and new forms of historical 
narrative in order to be able to represent this past? 
 
For example, Aboriginal stories and accounts of their interactions with others, some 
of which were first told by participants or witnesses, often have no corresponding 
account in the contemporary written sources. Such oral histories are often general 
rather than specific in reference to the period, event and participants. ‘In such stories 
a range of people are likely to coalesce into one or two people, and events that may 
have been relatively disconnected from the perspective of the participants are 
organised into connections based on a presumption about their intention’ (Rose, 
2003: 124). Similarly, oral traditions that might be classified as legends about the 
Australian frontier, given their literary rather than oral account, are often allegorical 
and profoundly significant in framing indigenous knowledge about an event. As 
Attwood notes, with reference to the stories told by some Indigenous peoples about 
the killings at Risdon Cove in Van Diemen’s Land:  
 
‘In these accounts something like a hundred or even two hundred people 
are said to have been slaughtered in a massacre. Aboriginal people have 
commemorated this event in several ceremonies at Risdon Cove in order 
to honour those who died. This narrative is an allegory about the origins 
of colonisation in this area: the killings at Risdon Cove were ‘the first 
massacre’ and the events created the historical foundations of a 
relationship between the two peoples. It is a foundation or charter story, 
common in myth making’ (Attwood, 2005:  171-172).  
 
Historians attempting to research what is usually referred to as the Risdon Cove 
Massacre have commented on the challenges of using conventional historical 
methods to research past phenomena such as this. For example, Gary Ianziti noted 
the wide-ranging debates about ‘filling out the details of what happened’ at Risdon 
Cove on 3 May 1804, and the difficulty of proffering a plausible explanation as to 
‘why the incident happened’ (Ianziti, 2004: 8). The debates about accounts of the 
events at Risdon Cove and Indigenous knowledge will be examined further in this 
paper, however, it is necessary to now contextualise the broader debates about the 
representations of the past for nation building in setter societies and the role of 
professional historians in this process. 
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As Benedict Anderson (1983:4) reminds us, nations are imaginary communities and 
exist in our minds:  ‘the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 
their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives 
the image of their communion’. The construction of national histories are thus 
significant in fostering a sense of community, of nationality, and a sense of 
nationalism. Stories from the past help provide what Anderson described as 
‘profound emotional legitimacy’ (p. 6). And as Attwood notes, ‘securing the past in the 
presents seen as critical to securing the future’ (2005: 12). However, what ‘version’ of 
the past is represented in national histories? Should confrontation, clash of culture 
and violence be acknowledged in a nation’s history? In their research Curthoys and 
Docker (2006: 220) observe that ‘historical controversies in national contexts where 
questions of national shame and responsibility are involved’ are ‘vigorously and 
vociferously debated’ as ‘troubling historical questions came to the fore’. In their 
analysis of such contestation, Curthoys and Docker refer to the debates in the United 
States over 1945 the bombing of Hiroshima, debates in Japan over the 1937 Nanjing 
massacre by Japanese troops in China, and in Australia, debates about the degree 
of violence on the frontiers of European settlement in Tasmania during the early 
nineteenth century. The term ‘History Wars’ has been used to refer to these disputes, 
and this section of the paper explores the Australian context and its ramifications for 
teaching the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history.  
 
The History Wars 
 
For the past twenty years professional historians have debated the nature of 
Australian history and how it has been written.  Much of this debate centres on 
different interpretations of the degree of violence on the Australian frontier. Such 
debates draw upon historical theory in terms of the nature of evidence, the ways in 
which historians engage with evidence and how this is manifested in historical 
narratives about Australia’s past. These debates escalated when the historian 
Geoffrey Blainey delivered the Latham Lecture in 1993, a version of which was 
published in the conservative journal Quadrant. Professor Blainey referred to the 
‘Three Cheers view of history’ which ‘saw Australian history as largely a success’ 
(Blainey 1993: 1). Blainey then articulated an alternative analysis which claimed 
‘much of Australian history was a disgrace’ and referred to this view as the ‘Black 
Armband’ view of history (Blainey 1993:2). The so-called ‘Black-Armband’ view 
contested notions that Australia was ‘settled’ and claimed it was ‘invaded’.  Moreover, 
this discourse critiqued the silences and omissions about the treatment of Indigenous 
Australians in accounts of Australian history that privileged Anglo or European 
versions of this past. For example, Henry Reynolds reflected that that in his student 
days there was an absence of the Aboriginal dimension in Australian history. ‘Why 
didn’t we know? Why were we never told? How did Australia itself forget the truth 
about pioneering around the vast frontiers?’ (Reynolds,1998:132). 
 
As noted earlier, ‘troubling historical questions came to the fore’ about what might 
have happened at Risdon Cove on 3 May 1804. Keith Windschuttle claimed with 
confidence that the events at Risdon Cove were not a slaughter, but rather, 
amounted to defensive action by colonists in which three Aboriginals were shot dead 
‘and at least one, though possibly more, wounded’ (Windschuttle, 2002: 3).  The 
publication of such claims in Windshuttle’s book, The Fabrication of Aboriginal 
History (2002), challenged the widely accepted view that Tasmania, the most 
southerly island of the Australian British colonies, was a site of frontier violence from 
the first phases of British settlement from 1803 onwards. The nineteenth century 
historian, James Bonwick (1856) and contemporary Australian historians, such as 
Lyndall Ryan (1981) and Henry Reynolds (1982), had noted the intensity of such 
violence during the second half of the 1820s in their work. However, Windschuttle 
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disputed this and claimed that British colonisation of the Australian continent ‘was the 
least violent of all Europe’s encounters with the New World’ (2002: 3). Moreover, 
Windschuttle accused Lyndall Ryan, and other historians, of making errors in their 
footnotes and ‘fabricating’ their claims. Windschuttle’s accusations prompted 
consternation amongst historians, some of which played out in the media. 
Conservative commentators praised Windshuttle, whilst many historians contested 
his claims and methodology and emphasised that he was not an historian. Several 
works were published in response, for example, a collection of individual responses 
edited by Robert Manne (2003), a critique by Stuart Macintyre (2003), and a book by 
Bain Attwood (2005).  
 
The question of ‘what might have occurred’ at Risdon Cove intensified into a highly 
politicised debate not only about how Australian history is interpreted and 
represented and but also how it has been taught in schools. For example, early in his 
Prime Ministership in 1996, John Howard referred to an ‘insidious’ attempt to ‘rewrite 
history in the service of a partisan political cause’ and declared ‘I do not take the 
black armband view of Australian history … I believe that the balance sheet of 
Australian history is overwhelmingly a positive one’ (Howard, 1996: 2). A decade 
later, in a speech titled A sense of balance: The Australian Achievement in 2006, 
delivered on the evening before Australia Day, Howard reiterated and rephrased his 
views about Australia’s history, namely his ‘pride in … the values, traditions and 
accomplishments of the old Australia’. Whilst Howard suggested that ‘Australians 
have not lost sight of the mistakes and injustices of our past, especially in the 
treatment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the first Australians’, he 
went on to urge a ‘balance in our national identity between unity and diversity’ 
(Howard, 2006: 3).  
 
The ‘state’ of History teaching in Australia ? 
 
Howard also gave considerable attention to the state of Australian History teaching 
around the nation and called for fundamental renewal, claiming that ‘any objective 
record of achievement is questioned or repudiated’ (Howard, 2006: 4) in the 
classroom. Similarly, the consultant Kevin Donnelly claimed that, in referring to 
European settlement of Australia as an invasion, national curriculum material 
‘belittles Australia’s Anglo/Celtic history and traditions’ (Donnelly, 1997: 14). The 
‘History Wars’, and the ‘Black Arm Band’ debate about representations of frontier 
encounters drew on broader notions of history’s role in recording the collective 
memory of Australia’s past. At the heart of these views are modernist assumptions 
that the history of settler nations like Australia is about progress and success and 
that national historical narratives serve a role in harnessing national pride. In sum, 
history should play its part in nation building by telling a particular story. As Clark 
(2006:1), put it, this can be termed a ‘contemporary political struggle to represent 
Australia through its heritage’. And as Wineburg (2001: xii) observed, when ‘which 
history to teach [has] dominated the debate’, it falls ‘along predictable political lines’ 
and sadly, ‘the more important question of why teach history in the first place’ is lost.  
 
It can be argued that critiques made by Howard, Donnelly and other conservative 
commentators also stemmed from disquiet about changing educational approaches 
to teaching history in schools from the transmissive methods of summarising ‘the 
facts’ and ‘the truth’ about ‘the past’ to the emphasis on inquiry and constructivist 
approaches which developed from the mid 1970s and were foregrounded in history 
syllabus documents from that time onwards (Henderson, 1989; 2005). The 
ramifications of these debates about what sort of history, (notably what sort of 
Australian history) continued, and by 2007, Howard announced that all Australian 
students would study a course in Australian history. As this unfolded, it became 
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evident that this history would be based on based on some pre-determined 
‘significant milestones’ from Australia’s past. The results of the 2007 federal election 
meant that this approach to Australian history did not proceed further, and, as per the 
October-November 2007 election campaign, the newly elected Rudd government 
followed up on its promise to deliver a national curriculum for Australian schools. 
Hence, the current opportunity to respond to the 2008 National History Curriculum: 
Framing paper.  
 
National History Curriculum: Framing paper 
 
The Framing paper’s purpose is to pose broad directions for what teachers should 
teach, and to generate broad ranging discussion about curriculum development. 
Hence, the actual detail in terms of ‘what teachers should teach’ about Indigenous 
history is brief. Unit 3: The Modern World and Australia (1750-1901) paragraph 103 
notes ‘Students will examine the consequences of British settlement for Aboriginal 
Australians, from first contact to frontier conflict, missions and reserves’ (National 
Curriculum Board, 2008:16); paragraph 116 notes: ‘Students should apply relevant 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives and gender perspectives to past 
events’ (p. 18). It must also be emphasised that contestation and contestability, are 
identified as one of the eight components of historical understanding in the draft 
National History Curriculum Framing paper. In the paper’s elaboration of why dealing 
with alternative accounts of the past is significant, the draft states ‘History is a form of 
knowledge that shapes popular sentiment and frequently enters into public debate. 
[Contestation and contestability] requires the ability to connect the past with the self 
and the present and appreciation of the rules that apply to professional and public 
debate over history’ (National Curriculum Board, 2008: 5). This paper assumes that 
further guidance on approaches to the teaching of Indigenous history in the process 
of the colonisation of Australia will be provided when the consultation process has 
concluded and a national syllabus document is produced 
 
An example of how such complex and contested aspects of Australian history (the 
History Wars) and culture (the Culture Wars), might be presented to students 
studying Australian history at school can be seen in Hoepper’s recent chapter on the 
History Wars. Note that although Hoepper (2008) does not refer to memorial sources 
per se, his second visual source in this chapter is a photograph of Danny Gardner, a 
member of the Pakama Kanaplila Aboriginal dance troupe, and a child, attending a 
commemorative ceremony at Risdon Cove on 3 May 2004. 
 
Of course, it can be argued that these debates about representations of Australia’s 
past only involved white Australian scholars and that the views of Aboriginal people 
were not given sufficient attention in the History and the Culture Wars. Moreover, 
despite the rigour of the debate, the History Wars focused on established Western 
traditions of historical investigation and did not embrace other historical discourses 
and the broader epistemological and ethical issues raised above with reference to 
memory. As La Nauze (1959: 11) noted in a survey of Australian settler 
historiography from 1929, ‘unlike the Maori, the American Indian or the South African 
Bantu, the Australian Aboriginal is noted in our history only in a melancholy 
anthropological  footnote’. Moreover, a younger generation of historians writing 
subaltern history (Chakrabarty, 2000) challenge the traditional ‘settler’ narratives 
which so often depicted Aborigines as out of place in the developing Australian 
nation and victims of the assumptions that Indigenous peoples were culturally deficit 
given their lack of written records and capacity to construct permanent dwellings.  
 
Strategy 1: Exploring culture as a referent 
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This paper argues that to overcome the ‘anthropological footnote’ approach to 
Indigenous history, students need to develop a deep understanding of the 
significance of culture as a concept and ‘signifier’. However, this observation is not 
meant to understate the value of some excellent materials and resources that have 
been published about the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history for the 
classroom4. It can be argued that the ability to understand cultures different from our 
own is challenging and dependent upon our capacity for reciprocity and self 
reflection. The Australian historian, Inga Clendinnen, noted these qualities when 
questioned about her research on South American cultures. Clendinnen emphasised 
that human experience is most valuable when it ‘comes in cultural forms unfamiliar to 
us’ for ‘one of the most difficult things to do in the world is to get a grip on our own 
pre-conceptions, assumptions, unexamined convictions …’ (2003: 9). In Orientalism, 
Edward Said (1978/1991) challenged: 
 
 '(h)ow does one represent another culture? What is another culture? Is 
the notion of a distinct culture (or race, or religion, or civilisation) a useful 
one, or does it always get involved either in self-congratulation (where 
one discusses one's own) or hostility and aggression (when one 
discusses the "other")? Do cultural, religious, and racial differences 
matter more than socio-economic categories, or politico-historical ones? 
How do ideas acquire authority, "normality", and even the status of 
"natural" truth?' (pp. 325-326).  
 
The Australian social educator, David Dufty, drew upon anthropological conceptions 
of culture, to develop what he termed ‘intercultural awareness’ in a curriculum project 
for Australian classrooms5. Although the curriculum material might seem dated now, 
its insights and strategies are worth revisiting. The introduction to Seeing it Their Way 
noted that it aimed to: 
 
‘bring a clear awareness that we are all conditioned by our culture, that 
we tend to judge other cultures by our own standards and that to be 
culturally mature we need to be able to understand and appreciate at 
least one other culture in some depth and to be able to imagine with 
some accuracy how others view their world: in other words, to develop an 
intercultural perspective - to try seeing it their way as well as our own 
way' (Dufty et al. 1973:  2).  
 
Three brief principles were articulated for Intercultural Studies. The first involved 
'(u)nderstanding the basic idea that we perceive and do things in our own way but 
others within our country and in other countries perceive and do things in their own 
way.' (p. 4). The second included '(d)eveloping awareness skills needed for one's 
journey through life such as: looking and listening, meeting and interacting with 
others, seeking to make sense of a complex and changing world' (ibid). The third 
                                                 
4 See for, example, Hennessey’s (1996, 2005) chapters. The inquiry process and range of 
sources in Hennessey’s work challenge Clark’s (2008: 80) comment that ‘Indigenous history 
is hard to teach well’. 
5 Dufty’s work stemmed from the New South Wales Asian Social Studies course in 1966-67, 
and from the Intercultural Studies Project which commenced at the University of Sydney in 
1969. This collaborative work was made accessible, in terms of the theory and practice of 
intercultural education at the classroom level, with the publication of Seeing it Their Way 
(Dufty et al. 1973). This handbook and support materials, subsequently published in 1975 and 
1976, were designed so that the Intercultural Studies Program could be used at any level of 
the school curriculum. 
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involved '(u)ndertaking depth studies of other cultures within our country and in other 
countries in order to apply these understandings and skills' (p. 4).  
 
Of course, there are various models and conceptual maps which explore the ways in 
which culture can be unpacked as a core concept. Strangely, given the powerful 
discourse of racism that prevailed as the Australian colonies federated, together with 
the fact that the first substantive legislation passed by the Commonwealth 
parliament, the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 provided the basis for the 
operation of the White Australia Policy, the National History Curriculum framing paper 
is rather silent on the importance of ‘culture’ as a construct in history. Under 
Languages (paragraph 51) in  Cross-Curriculum implications, it notes that language 
study is ‘enriched by an appreciation of history, literature and culture’ (National 
Curriculum Board, 2008: 7) and that it supports the National Statement for Engaging 
Young Australian with Asia in Australian Schools. Given the framing paper’s 
emphasis on incorporating a futures direction and specific mention that there is an 
‘enlarged appreciation of the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history’ (p. 4) 
together with an acknowledgement that ‘a deeper knowledge of the Asia-Pacific is a 
national priority’ (p. 4).  This minimalist approach to culture prompts concern.  
 
Strategy 2: Engaging with Indigenous perspectives and stories 
 
Once students have developed some conceptual and theoretical tools to unpack the 
ways in which cultural constructs filter the development of knowledge and 
understanding, they will find it worthwhile to engage with Aboriginal stories as a step 
in acquiring cross-cultural awareness. For example, a stunning web site, developed 
by and for the Yolngu people of Ramingining, in the northern part of central Arnhem 
Land, in the Northern Territory, provides some insights into their stories.  As the 
Yolngu people note, ‘passing a story from one person to the next plays an important 
part in keeping the Yolgnu culture alive. We encourage you to visit the 12 Canoes 
website and actively participate in the storytelling process’ (Yolngu people 2008). 
Students will find the site visually stimulating and enjoy this interactive approach to 
learning more about this particular group of Aboriginal people and their stories. (The 
12 Canoes website http://www.12canoes.com.au/  is highly recommended). 
 
Another interactive site is Ngurunderi Dreaming at the Museum of South Australia – 
http://www.samuseum.sa.gov.au/orig/ngurunderi/ngframe.htm. Note that this site 
relies on an anthropological perspective of culture. A useful site for students to 
investigate Torres Strait Islander culture can be found on the Queensland Museum’s 
Dandiiri Maiwar site 
 http://www.southbank.qm.qld.gov.au/exhibitions/dandiiri/experience.asp#exhibition. 
 
Students might also find it rewarding to learn more about the criteria different 
Indigenous groups employ to determine the accuracy, or what the ethnographer 
Deborah Bird Rose (2003: 114) terms ‘faithfulness’, of stories about the past. With 
reference to some Indigenous people in Northern Australian communities known to 
Rose, these criteria involve place (knowledge of the place of an event); presence 
(being an eyewitness and the generally accepted reliability of the narrator); 
genealogy (if the speaker was not present, a statement is required regarding who 
told the story and whether that person was an eyewitness).  Students might like to 
discuss the similarities and differences between the application of such criteria to 
determine the authenticity with the sorts of criteria used by mainstream historians.  
 
Recent work by Indigenous scholars is also invaluable for developing an 
understanding of, and appreciation for, Aboriginal culture. Students can be 
encouraged to engage with this work. For example, Karen Martin, a Noonuccal 
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woman from North Stradbroke Island, has recently developed an Indigenous 
research paradigm based on Aboriginal worldview, knowledge and realities. Martin’s 
work provides a fascinating insight into the importance and complexity of stories. 
According to Martin (2007) Aboriginal knowledges emanate from a notion of 
‘relatedness’6 that is expressed through Stories. When capitalised, Martin contends 
that this term represents deep knowledge rather than narrative representations of 
information. It can be argued that Stories in Aboriginal culture are highly significant 
and represent not only what is told but the way of telling, and are influential in 
shaping cultural identity. As Martin (2008: 63) puts it ‘(f)or Aboriginal people, 
knowledge occurs in knowing your Stories of relatedness (Ways of Knowing) and 
respecting these Stories (Ways of Being) and the ways this relatedness is then 
expressed (Ways of Doing’).  
 
Jean Phillips, a Murri woman from south east Queensland, contends that Indigenous 
peoples’ stories have not been represented as Australian stories, but rather, if at all, 
depicted as ‘remnants of a static past’ or as ‘assimilated’ (Phillips 2005: 23). She also 
argues that Indigenous peoples are still largely unknown in the Australian public 
domain except for the more ‘acceptable’ forms (for example, basket weaving and 
corroboree). Drawing on Cowlishaw’s (1999:9) reflection that ‘there were other 
imaginations, other meanings and other lives being lived out in the domain the 
colonisers always thought of as theirs’, Phillips contends that an understanding of the 
multi-dimensionality of Indigenous systems of relating to, and within, the world is 
integral to successful and transformative teaching and learning .  
 
‘Effective intercultural understanding … requires more than having 
knowledge of another’s difference or knowing about ‘the facts’ about so-
called Indigenous history. Also, it is more than knowing enough about 
ourselves as members of a culture to see how we are similar to others. In 
the Australian context, where our history as Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples are so inextricably entwined, knowledge about who 
‘we’ are and how ‘we’ might filter our understandings about Indigenous 
others because of this, is crucial’ (p. 16).  
 
Phillips suggests that understandings about cultural difference in the classroom 
should have two aims: ‘to build deeper understandings in non-Indigenous students 
about their relationships to Indigenous peoples’ and for teachers ‘to ensure that 
Indigenous children have the opportunity to build on their  own cultural worldview, 
rather than be assimilated into the dominant [Anglo] framework’ (p. 24).  
  
Strategy 3: Problematising the Australian constitution. 
 
                                                 
6 Martin (2008: 61) defines relatedness as ‘sets of conditions, processes, and practices that 
occur among and between elements of a particular place, and across contexts that are 
physical, social, political, and intellectual. Relatedness is experienced and known according to 
the Ancestors of an Aboriginal group, and then to Country. Additionally, there is relatedness 
to elements of animals, plants, skies, climate, waterways, and people … For example, some 
Aboriginal people express their relatedness when they identify themselves as rainforest 
people, desert people, freshwater people, or saltwater people. The latter express their 
relatedness as people to land and waterways because their Country is near to, or surrounded 
by salt water. However, when they also express this relatedness to salt water in saying it is in 
their blood, this represents an implicit and subconscious depth of relatedness that exists 
beyond an embodied, physical state, but is ancestral and spiritual. Another way in which this 
depth of relatedness is expressed is in the statement ‘the land is our mother’. This explains 
relatedness between the elements of land and people in terms of kinship, and beyond 
embodied physical forms, in a way that is quite simple but deeply profound.’  
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The National History Curriculum Framing paper address cross-curriculum 
implications and notes that the teaching of civics and citizenship is commonly linked 
with history (see paragraphs 54 and 55).  
 
‘[History] allows the emergence of key principles of citizenship, the 
arguments they engendered, the changing institutional forms of 
government and civil society, and the circumstances in which they have 
flourished or failed. The skills of historical understanding equip students 
to make informed and morally responsible judgements’ (National 
Curriculum Board, 2008: 8).  
 
Given this focus, students might find it rewarding to investigate the development of 
the document that has framed our individual and collective rights and responsibilities 
for over one hundred years, the Constitution, as part of nation making. In particular, 
they could investigate and critique the more recent debates about whether Australia 
needs a Bill or Charter of Rights and/or changes and additions to the Constitution, 
such as a Preamble that acknowledges Indigenous Australians as our first peoples. 
As one of Australia’s leading constitutional lawyers, George Williams (2008: 25), 
noted ‘the Constitution is at odds with the reality of Australia’s political and legal 
independence and its contemporary values’ and remains almost exactly as it was 
enacted in 1901. And this has particular significance for investigating the role of 
racism in defining citizenship and human rights in Australia7.  
 
 ‘Race and discrimination shaped the way the Australian Constitution was 
drafted in the 1890s. At the time, it made sense to trust that British 
traditions of the common law and responsible government would protect 
human rights. There was, however, an additional reason why guarantees 
of rights were not included in the new Constitution: the framers did not 
want to prevent the new parliaments from passing racially discriminatory 
laws. The Constitution said little about Indigenous peoples, but what it did 
say was entirely negative. The race power of section 51 (xxvi) enabled 
the Federal parliament to make laws with respect to ‘people of any race. 
Other than the aboriginal race in any State, for whom it is deemed 
necessary to make special laws’ while, under section 127, ‘In reckoning 
the number of the people … aboriginal natives shall not be counted’. 
(Williams, 2008: 25). 
 
Although more than 90 per cent of Australians agreed to strike out the words ‘other 
than the aboriginal race in any State’ in the 1967 referendum, and to delete section 
127, Williams argues that the racist underpinnings of the Constitution remain. For 
while the referendum extended federal law to Indigenous people, there was no 
requirement for the law to be positive. ‘This silence meant that the racially 
discriminatory intent behind the races power extended to Aboriginal and Torres 
Straight Islander people; there was no provision that the power be applied only for 
their benefit.’ (p. 26). This provision was enacted when the Ngarrindjeri women tried 
to protect an area near Hindmarsh Island in South Australia from development.  The 
Ngarrindjeri argument was based on their claims as custodians of secret ‘women’s 
business’ for this which this land was traditionally used. When, their claims were 
rejected under the Hindmarsh Island Bridge Act of 1997, the Ngarrindjeri women 
brought a case against the Commonwealth in the High Court. The Commonwealth 
claimed that the positive or negative impact of the law was not a matter for the High 
                                                 
7 See Henderson’s (2008) chapter on the ramifications of racism and the White Australia 
policy in terms of Asian immigration to Australia. 
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Court to examine, rather the Constitution permitted the law so long as it produced a 
consequence based on race.  
 
‘The races power, as the solicitor-general Gavan Griffith QC declared, ‘is 
infected, the power is infused with a power of adverse operation’. He 
acknowledged ‘the direct racist content of this provision using “racist” in 
the expression of carrying with it a capacity for adverse operation’. In this 
way, the government argued that the Commonwealth had the power to 
pass laws that discriminate on the basis of a person’s race. This is 
abhorrent to most Australians and inconsistent with accepted community 
values such as equity under the law. It is also exactly what the framers of 
the Constitution intended’ (Williams, 2008: 27).  
  
The High Court upheld the Hindmarsh Island Bridge Act on 1 April 1998. 
Significantly, the Court was divided on whether the races power can be used to 
discriminate against Indigenous or other peoples. As Williams observes this 
‘fundamental questions remains unresolved’ (p.27). Should the races power be 
deleted and replaced with a capacity to make positive laws on behalf of Aboriginal 
people? Should a separate provision be added to outlaw racial discrimination? 
Should a preamble be added to the Constitution recognising Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islanders as the nation’s first peoples? This paper argues that History students 
should be provided with opportunities to investigate and debate these important 
issues given the ‘troubling historical questions’ (Curthoys and Docker, 2006: 220) 
they raise.  
 
Strategy 4 : Engaging with Historiography  
 
Students might be encouraged to investigate and critique some possible phases and 
themes in the representation of the Aboriginal dimension in Australian history such 
as: contact; settlement; racism; invasion and extermination; segregation and 
protection; accommodation and assimilation; resistance, protest, activism and civil 
rights; self-determination; self-management; reconciliation; struggle for justice (land 
rights), amongst others. Similarly, students can investigate some of the phases in 
historiography of black/white relations commencing with the traditional approach of 
‘empire’ and colonial history to what Attwood (2005) identifies as critical history 
approaches, historical revision, Aboriginal history and public history8. 
 
As noted above with reference to the Australian Constitution, students might like to 
investigate how Indigenous peoples in other settler societies were positioned in 
legislation during the process of national building. For example in the transnational 
history, Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men’s Countries and the International 
Challenge of Racial Equality (2008), historians Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds 
suggest that colonial efforts to secure a White Australia were entwined with what was 
happening in other new world democracies. They argue that politicians and white 
intellectuals in Australia, the United States, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa 
pursued equality for the white man whilst simultaneously developing policies that 
aimed at excluding those who were considered ‘unequal’ or racially different. 
Paradoxically, the desire to push white supremacy coincided with the establishment 
of democratic governments in these former colonies. Students might like to 
investigate further Lake and Reynold’s (2008) claims about the transnational 
production of whiteness in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They could 
prepare a summary of the claims these historians make about the development of 
                                                 
8 See Attwood’s (2005, pp. 36-59) chapter ‘democracy’ for a detailed overview of these 
phases. 
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racism as emerging nation states, including Australia, developed and formulate some 
hypotheses as to how transnational histories might be significant in understanding 
why particular policies develop in some nations. 
 
Reflection: a caution against indifference 
 
The documentary series First Australians, broadcast on SBS television in the last 
months of 2008, is highly recommended as a resource for teaching the Aboriginal 
dimension of Australian history. It incorporates some Indigenous languages into the 
narrative and draws on a wide range of sources and depicts the clash of culture, 
religion and ideas that characterised the colonisation of Australia.  
 
In an Opinion piece for the Sydney Morning Herald, the Australian playwright, 
novelist and screenwriter, Louis Nowra, reflected on what he discovered when he 
agreed to be the script editor for episode two of this eight part documentary series. 
As this process unfolded, Nowra ended up spending four years writing the scripts for 
all the episodes. ‘These four years proved to be exhausting, profound, exciting and at 
times depressing. When you study the history of Aboriginal and white relations since 
the First Fleet, the great difficulty is dealing with the distressing information that 
confronts you.’ (Nowra 2008: 23). Nowra also acknowledged his dependence on 
white sources such as documents, letters, archival material and photographs. Yet he 
concluded: 
 
 ‘Aboriginal history since Governor Philip contains all the elements of an 
astonishing history: great men and women, evil doers and flawed men, 
bloodshed, corruption, ideals and government deceit, racial conflict, 
broken treaties, love and hate, ideological warfare, bad science, 
companionship and the survival of a people who were thought to be dying 
out. Sometimes the stories had Shakespearean grandeur and moral 
complexity to them, other times they were as grim as a Samuel Beckett 
play. This history was breathtaking in its scope and its importance to all 
Australians. I felt I had come to understand that unless we learned this 
history then Australians were missing out on something extraordinary and 
essential for an understanding of how we came to be the nation we are’ 
(Nowra 2008: 23).  
 
Nowra noted that the viewing audience for the First Australians was generally 
300,000. Compare this to the audience numbers of the Australian family drama 
Packed to the Rafters  - approximately 2 million viewers per episode. Why is there 
such little interest in Australian history? When Nowra discussed his disappointment 
with the audience numbers with a fellow writer, she confessed that she had not seen 
the First Australians and commented ‘… to be honest. I am totally indifferent to the 
whole subject of Aborigines’ (anonymous source in Nowra, 2008: 23). What prompts 
such indifference? Of the range of possible explanations, what role could classroom 
encounters with the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history play in developing 
attitudes to this history? 
 
When Anna Clark reflected on her research into the teaching of Australian history 
during 2006, she commented ‘the consistent line from these kids was pretty 
dismissive: even when they acknowledged the importance of Indigenous history, their 
experiences have been for the most part boring and repetitive. They’ve simply been 
turned off’ (Clark 2008: 65).  Clark concluded that ‘for a subject that arouses such 
heated public debate, kids couldn’t be more uninspired by it’ (p. 88). Of course, this 
raises two questions: how representative is the data Clark obtained from her 
interviews with 182 students in 34 high schools around Australia? And how reliable is 
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data gathered by ‘parachuting ... into various history classes’ (p. 10) from interviews 
with student focus groups of five or six  ‘that tended to go for thirty minutes up to an 
hour’ (p.10) without further research in each school? It might be argued that Clark’s 
conclusions indicate that in some classrooms students find it hard to engage with, 
and value, learning about Indigenous history.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Has Clarke (2008:80) touched a chord with her observation that some teachers are 
reluctant to teach Indigenous history because they are ‘not comfortable speaking 
about someone else’s experience’? A rejoinder might be – but has that stopped us 
teaching about the Ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, the Crusaders, the 
modern Arabs and Israelis, the Chinese, the French to name a few? And haven’t we 
tried to make that history as interesting and engaging as possible? Given that these 
topics are removed from most teachers’ and students’ direct experience, is it ‘easier’ 
to teach something that is removed from ourselves in time and place? Surely one of 
history’s great gifts is the opportunity it provides for students to viscerally and 
empathetically experience the world of others in time, culture and place. The National 
History Curriculum Framing paper includes historical empathy and moral judgement 
in its eight descriptors of historical understanding and defines it as: 
 
‘the capacity to enter the world of the past with an informed imagination 
and ethical responsibility. The discipline of history constrains the 
practitioner from imposing personal preferences on the evidence but all 
meaningful historical accounts involve explicit or implicit moral 
judgement, and historians require an awareness of their own values and 
the impact of these values on their historical understanding’  (National 
Curriculum Board, 2008: 5). 
 
The Apology, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australia, 
and the probability of a national history curriculum present us with the opportunity to 
re-examine the purposes of education and the sort of history we think students 
should encounter at school. But these initiatives are also timely for the health of 
Australian democracy and fostering active and engaged citizenship. As the 
philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1997) observed, an ability to critically examine 
oneself and one’s traditions; an ability to see beyond immediate group loyalties; and 
the development of what Nussbaum termed the ‘narrative imagination’, that is, the 
ability to view unobvious connections between sequences of human actions, and to 
recognise their possible intended and unintended consequences; are vital for 
responsible citizenship in a complex world. Our students deserve opportunities to 
develop a ‘narrative imagination’ in the history classroom as ‘we begin a new chapter’ 
in teaching the Aboriginal dimension of Australian history.  
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